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CHAPTER 6 
Australian Political Parties and 
Democracy: A Strange Case of 
Liberal Modernity 
Marian Simms 
INTRODUCTION 
Australia is an interesting case when considering the role of partiet; 
in the promotion of democrflcy as it is one of an handful of former 
British "settler" colonies that developed modern democrCltic forms of gov-
ernance and modern political parties relatively early by global standards. 
Austn:di21 was settled in 1788 by the British as a military outpost and 
became a depository for prisoners (convicts). It had autocratic governance 
under the British until pressures by locals led to the granting of Cl limited 
form of democratic self-governance in the early 'J 8408. 
This chapter argues that it is impossible to understimd contemporary 
democratic politics in Australia without understanding the colonial con-
text; particularly as the six colonies that gave rise to the six statcs of the 
modern federation had separate histories, policies, and traditions that 
continued after federation in 190-1. For example, in a divide similar to the 
dichotomy between "slave" and "frcc" states in the United States, most 
Australian colonies were marked by the stain of convictisJI1, while Dthers, 
notably South Australia, were deliberately established on principles of 
free settlement.l It is no accident that South Australia became known as 
lithe paradise of dissent" and was therefore the first colony to introduce 
universal suffrage that included indigenous peoplc and to provide a 
system of neutral and fair electoral administration that was eventllall y 
borrowed by the new Commonwealth of Australia after federation. 
Another division was between colonies composed of large Aboriginal 
populations---especially the geographically vast ones of Queensland and 
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Western Australia-and those with smaller indigenous populations. 
The former were implacably opposed to giving Aborigines equal civil 
and political rights. 
Contemporary Australian political science texts define democracy in a 
relatively conventional sense of comprising the enshrinement of the prin-
ciple of majority rule, based on free and fair elections, in which there is 
legal provision for equality of participation, However, these are best 
understood as "ideals," for according to one of the most venerable reis-
sued texts, 1/ Australians only very imperfectly approximate these stand-
ards; but unless they maintain them as standards they are sapping and 
mining the foundations of their chosen system. ,,2 More recent discussions 
of the 1/ democratic deficit" have reflected a growing popularity of 
broader definitions of democracy to embrace cognate notions of demo-
cratic representation based on key groups sllch as women and indigenous 
and ethnic minorities3 and on the importance of democracy "within" po-
litical parties and other political organizations, rather than democracy 
"between" political parties in the classic Schumpeterian sense.4 
It is argued here that political parties have played important roles in 
legislating for democracy, in debating democracy, and in providing 
"players" and often "infrastructure" to ensure elections are actively con-
tested affairs. In often imperfect ways, electoral competition has ensured 
that problems and gaps in the system are emphasized. It will also be 
argued below that political parties have formed /lconstituent" roles, espe-
cially at the commonwealth level, in establishing the new electoral laws 
after federation. However, the Australian discussion-with few excep-
tions-has stopped short of considering the need for democratic princi-
ples to apply to the internal lives of political parties; hence this chapter 
will include a discussion of internal party democracy, 
Australian parties have venerable histories, emerging before universal 
suffrage and in advance of industrialization. However, unlike the Euro-
pean parties of "notables," they were often composed of self-styled "rad-
icals" and "liberals" who had left poverty in the United Kingdom. Self-
styled conservatives were rare in 19th-century Australian politics and 
were lampooned by the media. 
The other components to the Australian story were the key institutions of 
social, industrial, and economic policy, such as the Arbitration Commission 
(1904) and later the Tariff Board (1921), which between them created a 
"new province" of social harmony and economic equity. These compo-
nents were added after the debate over the Australian state and the Austra-
lian " settlement/' which is usually seen to comprise the early commitment 
to five policies: white Australia, industry protection, wage arbih·ation, 
state paternalism, and imperial benevolence.5 Although the Australian 
federation was arguably less cataclysmic than say its North American coun-
terparts, the early postfederation governments had crucial foundational 
policy roles. 
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This institutional framework which arguably lasted until the early 
1970s, was the creature of party compromise, which, in turn, had been 
created by the federation. By its unrelenting use of the caucus system, 
the Australian Labor Party (ALP), which was in government, albeit in a 
minority capacity, by 1904, eventually forced a coalition between social 
and laissez-faire liberals in 1910.6 Therefore, social liberalism had a 
dominating role in Australian politics earlier than say in Great Britain. 
Crucially the role was continuing-with changing fortunes-whereas in 
Britain social liberalism was snuffed out by the forces of conservatism 
and a majoritarian electoral system. Thus the idea of the ALP as the 
party of "initiative" and the contemporary Liberal Party (and its prede-
cessors) as the party of resistance has a long provenance and continues 
to appear, although in slightly different language? 
HISTORY AND CONTEXT 
According to Hartz's fragment theory, countries like Australia and 
New Zealand were horn "modern," and to a large extent this has been 
an accurate description of the electoral and party systems in both coun-
tries.8 Both systems were widely touted as progressive social laborato-
ries, particularly at the turn of the 20th century. However, this chapter 
is also concerned with difference, in particular the differences between 
Australia, as a so-called new world system, and the Old World of 
Europe, which has provided many of the models and much of the lan-
guage of politics and representation. 
The broad outlines of the modern Australian party system were in place 
at the time of federation in 1901. The new Constitution enshrined the 
"democratic" values of Australia but deliberately left open the details of 
the electoral system of the new Commonwealth for the Parliament. What 
were those values? Australia and New Zealand were not simply "frag-
ments" of the Old World but from the second half of the 1850s moved 
firmly toward the orderly transition to independence from the United 
Kingdom and then toward democracy, precisely because they were with-
out the established political and economic elites of the Old World. Hartz 
has noted that "Australian radicalism ... remains morally fixed at the 
point of its origin," namely, the radicalism of Richard Cobbett,9 and 
English and Irish radicals, including "Tolpuddle Martyrs" and Chartists, 
who were transported as convicts to Australia in the mid-19th century. 
The early achievement of men's suffrage, the invention of the secret 
ballot (1856 in South Australia and Victoria), the establishment of effec-
tive labor parties (18905), and then the achievement of female suffrage 
(1894 in South Australia and 1899 in Western Australia) all had been 
concluded by the time of federation. The impulses were partly those of 
classical liberalism, imported from England, but tempered by colonial 
experiences, such as the radical struggles of the Victorian goldfields. lO 
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Under English common law, contrast was drawn between "settled" 
and "conquered" states. The former were defined as cases where the 
migrating population from Europe encountered no established popula-
tion, colloquially; this could be termed vacant possession-the legal 
term was Terra Nullius. The latter were places that had established pop-
ulations, which needed to be subdued or "conquered" before European 
settlement could take hold. The early adoption of the legal doctrine 
of Terra Nullius by the colonial Australian court system in the first half 
of the 19th century meant the effective denial of prior rights of the 
apparently nomadic indigenous Aboriginal people. This then gave the 
European settlers more or less free rein over the land. 
In 1902, the year after federation and the establishment of the Australian 
nation, Australian white men and women aged 21 or older were granted 
the right to vote in the federal (national) elections. Aboriginal "natives" 
were specifically excluded unless they had through a quirk of fate already 
gained the right at the state leveLll It is important to understand that the 
Australian political compact specifically excluded "coloured" people and 
the indigenous Aborigines. "Coloured" men were also excluded from 
being granted "miners" rights, without which they could not legally mine 
for gold or any other mineral or are. In the early Australian colonies, min-
ers rights were tantamount to political rights. From the outset, the demo-
cratic status of the new nation was compromised by the failure to grant 
indigenous Australians equal political rights. It was only in 2007 that an 
Australian prime minister, the recently elected ALP leader Kevin Rudd, 
formally apologized to Aush'aJian Aborigines for their social and political 
exclusion and the cruel wrongs committed against them. 
Political parties appeared on the Australian political scene before fed-
eration in 1901 in the six colonies (Table 6.1). The ALP had emerged by 
the early 1890s, largely as a consequence of the failure of trade unions 
to win gains for their workers through lobbying and direct action. It 
gained political representation in the elections in the colony of New 
South Wales in 1891. Henry Parkes' Free Traders, a radical antiprotec-
tion party, emerged in colonial parliamentary politics in the 1880s and 
was the forenmner of the modern Liberal Party of Australia (LPA).12 In 
the colony of Victoria (dating from 1851), the Protection Party emerged 
under lawyer Alfred Deakin in the 1880s (see Table 6.1). Internal con-
flicts over economic policy have thus been a consistent feature of the 
LP A. Divisions over social policy have also surfaced from time to time: 
more progressive social liberals have regularly traced their heritage 
back to Deakin and are often referred to as Deakinite Liberals. 
Australian parties were among the earliest of modern political par-
ties, defined as incorporating a parliamentary presence, a platform or 
doctrine, and most notably an organized force. Peter Loveday and Alan 
Martin have convincingly argued that the Free Trade and Liberal Asso~ 
dation of New South Wales and the Protection Union of New South 
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Table 6.1 Formation of Important Political Organizations 
Dntc 
1889 
1891 
1894 
1916 
19·18 
1932 
1944-1945 
01977 
1992 
Political orgl1nization 
FrcctrCldc (lnd Liberal Association 
Protectionist Union 
Lrlbol' PZllty 
Farmers' and Settlers' Associations 
Nationalist Party 
Country PEnty 
United Australial-'arty 
Liber<ll Party 
Australian Democrats 
Austr<llian Greens 
W Clles both met these criteria by ·1889. Ll There is, equally, general agree-
ment that modern parties in most industrial societies only came into 
widespread international existence in the yeflfs after World War II. In 
this sense, as ill many others, there is further evidence thClt Australia 
was "born lnodern," 
In Europe, modern parties tended to emerge ilS suffrage expanded, 
so the relatively early advent of white adult male suffrage hCld meant 
the relatively early emergence of modern parties. Max Weber hils clas-
sically referred to this process as the advent of "plebiscitary democ-
I'ClCy,,,14 Under this model, modern parties provide the "managerial 
pattern" and develop on the basis of eClrlier stages, including "aristo-
cratic cliques" and groups of political "notables," 
Maurice Duverger developed CI more extended typology of modern 
parties based on Weber's analysis. ls His fundamental distinction was 
between interior and exterior parties: the former are parties whereby the 
irnpctus springs from the parliamentariCltlS themselves, who are 
involved in the creation of organizations to ensure their election and 
reelection. With the competitive pressure of an expanded electorate, the 
interior "parliamentary" parties are forced to adopt some of the charac-
teristics of the exterior ones, Both are best understood CIS components of 
a party system, This contrast is usually made with exterior parties 
formed by the pressure of groups outside the parliament find lacking 
representation within to gain access to political power. The two e8rly 
Australian political parties, from the broadly defined ccntcr-right~the 
free traders and the protectionists~are classic examples of so-called inte-
rior parties (sometimes called parties of notables or bourgeois pmties), 
In Australia, the two examples of exterior parties are the Labor Party 
and the Country /National Party, The ALP first emerged in New South 
Wales {N5W) and Queensland in 1891. In NSW, it grew out of the 
Trades and Labor Council of New South Wales (founded in 1871) Clnd 
originally ran candidates under the banner of the Labor Electoral 
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Leagues. Its early platforms committed the party to various forms of 
socialism, including nationalization of banking and provision of univer-
sal welfare for the aged. The NSW Country Party had an early commit-
ment to agrarian socialism, and it was not unusual for members of 
parliament to move from one party to the other. 
The early arrival of two exterior parties would have two significant 
repercussions for the nascent political culture. First, it meant the devel-
opment of a new theory and practice of party democracy based on 
extra-parliamentary control and caucus solidarity.16 Elected parliamen-
tarians were representatives of their party branches and the affiliated 
trade unions. To put it bluntly, members of parliament would lose 
party endorsement if they failed to vote for collectively agreed-upon 
policies. Over time most issues were defined as core party policy, pro-
viding little room for any degree of political independence. Second, it 
meant that affiliated organizations played, and still continue to play, 
crucial roles in the organizational lives of such parties, especially in 
processes like the selection of candidates. 
Hence, Australia, unlike New Zealand, did not match the mass party 
ideal type. In contrast, the parliamentarian ism of parties of the colonial 
equivalent of notables gave greater independence to members of parlia-
ment, although this also meant that the role of party membership was 
limited in the development of party policy, leading to tensions. How-
ever, party members have continued to play important roles in the 
selection of candidates through the collegiate system. 
Significance of Exterior Parties 
The ALP is an excellent example of another of Duverger's types, 
namely an "indirect" party; whereby a large amount of income and 
input, such as guaranteed membership of policy-making bodies, is given 
to affiliated organizations. In the case of the ALP, individual unions typi-
cally affiliate to state branches and in general have constituted about 
60% of the attendance at state conferences, the main policy-making 
bodies. The South Australian branch of the ALP typifies this characteris-
tic, and its structure is outlined in Figure 6.1. In other words, representa-
tion from the ordinary branches of the party has been a numerical 
minority. As indicated previously, the ALP was never instituted along 
the same lines as the mass membership parties of the Western European 
type. The organizational wing of the party has its legitimate right to 
authority enshrined in the party's federal and state constitutions. 
The Country Party, as the National Party of Australia was known 
until 1976, in its first incarnation, grew out of various farmers and set-
tlers associations in NSW in the early 1890s. In its second incarnation, 
it emerged federally in 1918 and immediately sought to ensure its 
future by amending the Commonwealth Electoral Act to implement the 
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Figure 6.1 South Australian Labor Party. 
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preferential voting system (the alternative vote). (For consistency of lan-
guage the term Country Party will be used here to describe all three 
inca rna tions.) 
The Country Party has throughout most of the 20th century main-
tained a strong extra-parliamentary organization. Since it went federal 
in 1918, it has maintained, at least in the formal constitutional sense, a 
strong commitment to the sovereignty of the extra-parliamentary wing 
over the parliamentary. Yet on closer examination, in its early years, 
pre-1918, it also had the characteristics of an interior party.17 In the col-
ony of NSW in the 18905, for example, a Country "party" emerged 
from within the parliamentary Protectionist Party at around the same 
time as the Farmers and Settlers Association was born. Similarly, the 
Farmers, Property Owners and Producers Association allowed its par-
liamentary representatives in the Victorian colonial and subsequently 
state houses a relatively free hand. 
The ALP's boundaries have also at times been blurred. L. F. Crisp, in 
his detailed history of the party, has described the dominant role of the 
parliamentary Labor Party or "caucus," particularly when the party 
has been in office. 18 There has also been a parallel tendency for the cab-
inet to dominate the caucus on policy questions. In fact, given the 
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weight of the historical precedents to the contrary, the strength of the 
ideological commitment within the ALP toward the organizational sov-
ereignty model remains almost a contradiction. 
The Empire Writes Back 
Comprising fanner colonies, the Australian polity has long attracted 
attention in Britain and in other former colonies, such as New Zealand. 
A monograph published by the Institute of Commonwealth Studies at 
the University of London specified the ALP and the Country Party as 
"distinctively" AustralianY Much earlier in the century, in 1902, New 
Zealander William Pember Reeves published a two-volume study titled 
State Experiments in Australia and New Zealal1d, which covered the begin-
nings of labor and progressive movements in Australia and New 
Zealand. Reeves' subsequent appointment as director of the London 
School of Economics and Political Science in 1908 and his work on the 
British Royal Commission investigating electoral matters placed him in 
an ideal position to proselytize regarding the democratic precocity of 
Australia and New Zealand?O British academics became fascinated by 
the ALP. It was viewed as qualitatively different from the British Labor 
Party, where a crude theory of colonialism might have been seen as a 
parent model for the local branch to copy. 
James JuPP's work would later become important in this regard. His 
1965 article "Their Labor and Ours" argues that Australian workers 
were better organized in the 19th century; but that their British counter-
parts became "better organized" in the 20th century largely due to the 
hostile environment. 21 Nonetheless, the ALP and the labor movement 
were given merit for precocity. In the important immediate post-
World War II period, the ALP continued to feature in the story of 
Australian "exceptionalism." 
The Country Party, as noted above, was also viewed in Britain as 
unique to Australia, with no British counterpart. Because it did not fit 
the classic Westminster mode, the party was sometimes viewed as an 
interest group rather than as a groper political party or as the rural 
wing of the nonlabor coalition. 2 Although it was argued by some 
British scholars that Australia, alongside Canada and New Zealand, 
was Westminster "transplanted," local "characteristics," such as the ab-
sence of a "governing class," meant that the Australian executive was 
weaker than in Britain and parties were stronger?3 Australian parties 
were seen as having "bureaucratic styles and inner workings." 
LONG~ TERM THREE~PARTY SYSTEM STABILITY 
In international terms, the Australian party system looks stable and 
has been incredibly durable. This has been underpinned by changes to 
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the electoral and voting systems designed to entrench the position of 
the three key players in the party system. Such moves could be inter-
preted as early and important indicators of the cartelization thesis. The 
preferential (that is alternate) vote (adopted in 1918) has allowed the 
Country Party to become a niche party. Compulsory voting (adopted in 
1924) was supported by the three parties to their mutual advantage, 
leading to a turnout rate of around 95%. Public funding of federal elec-
tions was introduced by the ALP government of Prime Minister R. J. 
Hawke in 1984, with the coalition parties opposing; but by 1991, when 
the original legislation was amended, all parties were supportive.24 
Government advertising targeted to marginal (that is swing) seats has 
created, if not the permanent campaign, a series of precampaigns?" 
Scholars have agreed that compulsory voting probably helped the 
ALP by compelling lower-income voters to go to the polls. As Over-
acker pointed out in 1952, "No modern democracy has shown greater 
readiness to experiment with various electoral methods than Australia. 
Voting is compulsory in State and Commonwealth elections, preferen-
tial voting is widely used, and proportional representation applies in 
the election of the Tasmanian Assembly and the Commonwealth Sen-
ate. The character of the party battle and the behavior of the voters are 
affected by the compulsory franchise and preferential voting.,,26 In 
institutional terms, the Senate, originally intended as a states house, 
has become, as the result of the adoption of proportional representation 
(PR) in 1948, a place where Australian Democrats (1977-2008), the 
Greens (1998-), and other minor parties and independents can find 
. 27 
expreSSiOn. 
The three major parties have absorbed major organizational chal-
lenges. In some cases, they have been slow to respond to demographic 
changes, such as migration and the growing movement by Australian 
women into the public arena, but have given enough ground to main-
tain credibility. 
Ironically, however, PR has not provided the minority representation 
often expected. In just over 100 years of representative government, 
there have been only two Aboriginal senators. Women's representation 
has in fact at times fared better in the House of Representatives than in 
the Senate (elected on PR). We may note the comparative position of 
Labor and non-Labor in the crucial 19805 decade when women first 
moved into the national parliament in any numbers; particularly signif-
icant is the "plateauing" of Labor women numbers and the gradual 
increase of Liberal women. The number of Labor women remained stat-
ic-at I3-from 1983 until 1987 and then in 1990 it decreased to 11. By 
1990 the coalition parties-with 10 Liberal members and 1 National 
Woman member-had caught up with Labor representatives. There 
Was a curious twist: the majority of Labor women were in the House 
and the majority of Liberal women were in the Senate. 
144 Political Parties and Democracy 
Two features are significant. On the one hand, the Labor experience 
defied the general rule that women-and other minorities-do better 
under PR. On the other, Duverger's party "contagion" effect has 
become apparent. Duverger predicted that in a two-party system elec-
toral competition would lead to a continual process of borrowing. In 
his version, the parties of the right would tend to borrow from those of 
the left, which he saw as more innovative. 
In general, the party system and political culture have mediated 
the impact of electoral systems. The level of voting support for the 
three major parties has also remained extremely stable, and as such 
Australia has also inspired interesting work on party systems, drawing 
on different types of data. Don Aitkin's pioneering election survey 
books demonstrated that Australians had retained an unusually high 
level of party identification. In electoral terms, Aitkin argued that the 
party system was remarkably stable.28 His work focused on the lower 
house vote, downplaying the role of minor parties, but it provides fur-
ther evidence of the strength and stability of the party system. 
More recently the debate over class and voting has been interpreted 
in terms of the "blue-collar" vote, the /laspirational" voter, and the 
declasse vote. The rise of minor parties and independents can be par-
tially explained by the breakdown of class-based politics in terms of 
globalization and the rise of neo-liberalism, on the one hand, and by 
the emergence of postmaterialist politics, on the other hand. Interesting 
work has emerged explaining the support for the One Nation Party on 
the right and the support for the Australian Democrats and the Greens, 
on the left.29 Australia awaits a monograph explaining the nature of 
minor parties at the federal and state levels. 
What emerges from comparative insights is the sheer organizational 
complexity of Australian systems as compared with the Westminster 
countries of Britain, Canada, and New Zealand.3D The complexity of 
parliamentary arrangements is also an important feature, particularly 
before World War II, belying a superficial sense of tranquillity and sys-
tem maintenance, as the parliamentary wings have been prone to splits 
and divisions, with splitters and rebels dominating the landscape espe-
cially in the years between World War I and 11.31 The party system was 
also racked with major splits in 1916, 1931, and 1954.32 The first two 
had more of a parliamentary focus than the third, which involved the 
whole of the ALP, including the executive, the conference, and state 
branches as well as the parliamentary caucus.33 
Sean Scalmer argues that institutional dramas were a means of creat-
ing modernization in the Labor Party.34 The 1954 split in the ALP was 
one of the few avenues for bringing religion into Australian politics; 
whereas studies of the British parties have invariably discussed reli-
gion, whether it is the role of dissenters in the Liberal Party or Chris-
tian socialism and the British Labor Party?5 In the ] 954 split, most 
Austral ian Political Parties and Democracy 145 
Roman Catholic members of parliament left the federal but not the state 
party.36 Yet in the ALP split of 1916, most Protestant members of par-
liament left the state and the federal Labor Party?7 The role of religion 
at the institutional level has been disputed, with some suggesting that 
Australia is considerably more secular than comparable societies as it 
lacks a European-style Christian democratic party. However, most 
agree that both communism and catholicism had largely disappeared 
as grassroots forces with the end of the Cold War in 1989.38 There has 
been genuine debate over the role of ideology in policy making and 
whether the same processes that dogged Britain and the United States 
affected Australia. There was considerable evidence for the disappear-
ance of ideology and policy convergence in the post-World War II 
era?9 Here we saw echoes of the British debates over "Butskellism/' 
whereby postwar affluence had generated policy convergence, the con-
servatives under Chancellor "Rab" Butler had accepted welfare and 
some public ownership; and the Labor Party under their leader Hugh 
Gaitskell had rejected militancy. Scholars such as Frances Castles have 
continued to argue that party does matter, in the sense that the political 
complexion of the government in office is important.4o This is not the 
same as arguing that parties necessarily have a consistent ideology. 
Murray Goot, in a very useful 2004 article, argued in favor of policy 
divergence, based on a detailed analysis of speeches, policies, and opin-
ion pOllS.41 Yet the partisans of policy convergence remain vocal and 
active.42 
The Role of the Australian Labor Party 
Two factors have made the ALP the most important party to tmder-
stand in Australian politics. First, the venerability of the party-it dates 
from 1891-and its strength across all states and territories have gener-
ated a large volume of alUliversary work. The Liberal Party's shorter 
and more fractured history, plus its weakness in two parts of the 
federation-Queensland and the Northern Territory-has meant fewer 
anniversaries. Second, the ALP's ongoing links with the union move-
ment, the importance of party conference for policy making, and the 
entrenched role of the party platform and, hence, of the party conference 
have created semipublic fora for media commentary and public analysis. 
TI1e liberals' links with business are more diffuse, more private, and gen-
erally more respectable. Liberal policy is officially made by the party 
leader, not by the party conference, and not by associated interest 
groups, although the conference makes the party's rules on important 
issues such as candidate selection. This has meant that political biogra-
phy is an important tool for those wishing to understand the dynamiCS 
of the liberals in government and in opposition. 
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The significance of the ALP is also reflected in its capacity to gener-
ate international commentary. Overseas writers of note have famously 
included Vladimir Lenin whose comment that the ALP was really 
a "liberal-bourgeois" party was picked up by important postwar writ-
ers of the New Left such as Robert Catley and Bruce McFarlane.43 
French writer Andre Metin's comment that the ideology underpinning 
Australian labor parties was "socialism without doctrine" was utilized 
in Hancock's Australia (originally published in 1930 and reprinted in 
the 1960s) then faithfully reproduced by Jater generations of scholars.44 
Hancock's work has had continuing importance in the parties' lit-
erature, as he is generally credited with stating that the ALP held 
the "initiative" in Australian politics. This was partly in response to 
Lord Bryce's observation that the non labor parties were parties of 
"resistance.,,45 
It is to that important nexus between the ALP and unions that we 
now turn. A range of writers-starting with Don Rawson in Labor in 
Vain?-has argued that the ALP's links with the unions have inevitably 
led to "bread and butter" policies of a kind favored by pragmatic 
unionists.46 To Rawson asking whether the ALP is socialist is as rele-
vant as questioning the presbyterianism of the state. The laborist 
approach has been adopted by the majority of works on the ALP in 
government at the national and state levels. Crisp's idea of the ALP 
having a tradition of reform and improvement is consistent with the 
laborist view, as is historian B. D. Nairn's idea of the Labor Party as 
"civilizing capitalism.,,47 In contrast, the idea of the Labor Party as 
"utopian" or "populist" was suggestive of a wider range of social 
inputs into the party, and in fact there was a range of social movements 
associated with the unions and the party in its formative period.48 
The laborist model, however, was accepted by many of those critiquin~ 
the so-called shift to the right by the labor governments in 1983-1996.4~ 
It is interesting that an earlier generation of scholars argued that there are 
general tendencies that lead governments to "betray" their supporters, 
and the most famous work here is V. G. Childe's How Labour Governs, 
published in the 1920s.50 His study was suggestive of a general trend-
along the lines of R Michels' "iron law of oligarchy"-for governments 
to betray the hopes of their supporters.51 In the 1980s neo-liberalism had 
successfully challenged more traditional "laborist" policy ideas of sta-
tism, leading to policies such as privatization, deregulation of the econ-
omy, corporatization of the state, the winding down of arbitration, and 
the cutting of social welfare. It is interesting that the British "Third Way" 
model, pioneered by British Labor Prime Minister Tony Blair and devel-
oped by political sociologist Anthony Giddens, adopted certain ideas 
and approaches of the Hawke-Keating era.52 In general, the ALP 
had fewer philosophical objections in adopting the parliamentary 
way and managing state institutions than did the British Labor Party. 
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Indeed, some suggested that British Labor could learn from its Australian 
coun terparts. 
Whether the ALP was fundamentally changing is open to debate, but 
the data on its declining support among blue-collar voters are clear-cut. 
While the "affluent worker" hypothesis argued that the working class 
had been transformed via affluence and therefore the ALP had adjusted 
to suit, there was also evidence that the ALP had become less represen-
tative of the working class and was becoming more middle c1ass.53 Yet 
this did not mean that the membership of the ALP was now simply 
middle class. For example, while the numbers of clerks and salaried 
workers in the ALP had remained broadly representative of the popu-
lation at large, the percentage of professionals was significantly higher 
than the general population. That many of these professionals were 
female, whose march into the unions and the ALP was facilitated by 
the equal pay and free education policies of the Whitlam government, 
created a backlash within the ALP itself after the 1996 defeat and the 
subsequent failure to win elections.54 
THE NONLABOR PARTIES 
The modern LP A-formed in 1945-emerged from among the heirs 
to the original interior parties (see Table 6.1). Partly as a consequence 
of this, it has adapted the rhetoric of parliamentarianism. Under this 
model individual members of parliament are considered as representa-
tives of their constituencies rather than as delegates of their party 
(Figure 6.2). In practice, of course, the overwhelming majority of liberal 
members of parliament have followed the party line. Don Chipp pro-
vided one notable exception; policy disagreements led him to form his 
own political party in 1977, the Australian Democrats. A vigorous cen-
ter party drawing support from political moderates, drew around 10% 
of the Senate vote until 2007 when its vote slipped below the level nec-
essary for election. This can also be seen as the exception that proved 
the rule, demonstrating the limits to ideological toleration within the 
LPA. The party's commitment to parliamentarianism is reflected in the 
relative weakness of its central organizational machinery as compared 
with the ALP's. (The ALP's national executive has intervened into the 
internal affairs of state branches on various occasions and has also 
determined preselections.) The LPA adopted changes to its organiza-
tional constitution in 1995 at its 50th aImiversary Federal Council meet-
ing, which gave its federal executive limited powers to involve itself in 
certain financial and preselection issues of its state divisions. 
There is some evidence of the stages theory of party development in 
respect of the Liberal Party. Moves toward professionalization-of the 
kind associated with cartels-are present on both sides of politics. Less 
clear-cut is the evidence for Kirchheimer's "catch all" party, although 
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Figure 6.2 New South Wales Liberal Party. 
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there is some evidence for the persistence of traditional ideologies 
among the grass roots and middle level elites.55 
Subsequent to the defeat of the liberal-national coalition government 
in 1983 and the consequent promulgation of an internal review the 
same year, the LPA's federal election campaigns have been based on 
more professional central planning and coordination. This is in spite of 
its traditional commitment to internal party federalism and parliamen-
tarianism. In its 1996 campaign, when the coalition routed the ALP to 
win office after 13 years in opposition, the LP A ran a brilliant, centrally 
conducted campaign in concert with the National Party. It repeated this 
in its successful 1998, 2001, and 2004 campaigns. 
In ideological terms, since the early 19905, the parliamentary elites of 
all three major parties accepted a broad commitment to neo-liberalist 
policies, including free trade. This often put them offside with their 
members and was partly responsible for a voter drift toward the minor 
parties. It has allowed emerging parties of the left, such as the Greens, 
and emerging parties of the right, such as the One Nation Party, to gain 
some political traction, at least for a time. 
CANDIDATE SELECTION AND PARTY DEMOCRACY 
The study of internal party organization must go beyond reading 
rules and regulations, as Lex Watson, describing the process by which 
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the ALP's federal executive "modernized" the internal affairs of both 
the NSW and the Victorian state branches during the 1970s, fully recog-
nized. Although relying himself largely on party rules, Watson was 
aware of their inadequacy and quoted Duverger, "The organization of 
parties depends essentially on unwritten practice and habit. ... Consti-
tutions and rules never give more than a partial idea of what happens, 
if indeed they describe reality at all. ,,51) 
Here we begin with rules and some examples of important changes 
in recent years, and then move to a consideration of an internal party 
activity that can be and has been directly observed that speaks more 
than the rules about how internally democratic parties really are: candi-
date selection. 
Internal Rules 
There are several variations to the basic structure of party organiza-
tions in Australia. These differences reflect different histories, tradi-
tions, and practices. In some cases, there are classic Weberian pyramids 
with bodies gradually shrinking in size but increasing in significance as 
we move toward an apex. In the NSW branch of the Liberal Party, for 
example, the broad-based convention (or conference) is at the base of 
the pyramid (with between 800 and 1,000 delegates). Delegates are 
elected from the branches, with an ex-officio representative from the 
party's executive. The convention meets annually. In the middle of the 
pyramid stands the state council (between 600 and 700 delegates). It is 
smaller than the conference, meets three or four times per year, and 
also includes representation directly elected from the branches. This is 
supplemented with fairly extensive representation from the party's 
"special" interests, such as youth, women, speCial branches (such as 
the city, ethnic groups, etc.), policy committees, federal members of 
parliament, and policy committee chairs. At the apex there is a state ex-
ecutive and many standing committees. Most of the state branches of 
the Liberal Party include state councils. 
In Queensland, the most significant center-right party is the National 
Party, which also has a three-level pyramid structure. In common with 
several other state branches of various parties, Queensland includes 
special representation for rural areas and interests, reflecting the fact 
that approximately two-thirds of the population lives outside the state 
capital (Brisbane) and that mining and other rural exports are signifi-
cant parts of the economic base. In Victoria, the Liberal Party has a 
taller, four-stage pyramid structure, with a powerful administrative 
committee standing between the state council and the very small (fewer 
than 12) state executive. 
On the center-left ALP side of politics, there is much greater struc-
tural variation between the states. This is somewhat ironic given the 
ALP's more centralized structure overall. For example the ALP's 
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national executive has the power to intervene in the internal affairs of 
the state branches, and this has occurred to the extent of total reorgan-
ization on a number of occasions over the past 35 years. It has also hap-
pened more regularly over specific instances dealing with the selection 
of parliamentary candidates. In the early 1970s, the national executive 
(then called the federal executive) of the ALP intervened in the internal 
affairs of the Victorian ALP, to reorganize that state, root and branch. It 
emerged with a new constitution, a new set of informal rules, and a di-
vision of power between three rival factions (the right, the left, and the 
center). Previously, the branch had been dominated by a small group 
of left-wing political activists and union leaders and had been consis-
tently faring poorly in elections. The new postintervention structure 
was a four-stage pyramid style, consisting of a conference, a councit an 
administrative committee, and an executive. The most important fea-
ture of the new constitution was the provision of PR for the selection of 
activists to branch positions and for the selection of candidates to pub-
lic office (via the Public Office Selection Committee). This was designed 
to ensure that no one group could control the affairs of the branch, and 
no group would be entirely excluded from influence. 
Candidate Selection 
It is widely agreed that candidate selection is crucial but that we 
know little about it. In parliamentary democracies, with a high proposi-
tion of safe seats, selection is in many cases tantamount to election. 
Austin Ranney's comment about the significance of the selection proc-
ess was made over 40 years ago but is still very relevant: "Properly 
understood, selection conferences that pick parliamentary candidates 
constitute far more significant battlegrounds than mUlual conferences 
that adopt resolutions.,,57 
Selection processes are notoriously difficult to research. There are dif-
ficulties in collecting information, as they are part of the so-called secret 
garden of politics, yet the processes of candidate selection are particu-
larly important for those who have an interest in participatory democ-
racy.58 For others, such as GiovaIUli Sartori or Joseph Schumpeter, with 
a different definition of democracy, the politics of preselection would 
be less pressing:s9 If democracy is interpreted to mean that the people 
have the opportunity to change their rulers, in the sense of rejecting the 
status quo and then electing a different party or parties to office, then 
the precise composition of the competing elites is less relevant. 
My own belief is that understanding how preselection works is im-
portant for understanding how the political process works overall. 60 It 
is also significant for understanding who participates in the process: 
How does it determine who is included and who is excluded from po-
litical decision making? What are the biases within the system? 
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Preselection processes in Australia are complicated by two features 
of internal party government: First, there have been growing tensions 
between the relative roles of the local (namely, branch and electorate 
levels) and central (namely, state executive and administrative commit-
tee) levels in candidate selection. Second, and in a parallel fashion, 
there have been stresses between the state and national or federal levels 
of the party. This has been particularly true of the ALP, where candi-
date selection debates have traditionally been resolved in favor of the 
center. For the ] 987 elections, for example, the national executive 
resolved that the positions of sitting senators were to be protected. 
Then in 2007, the ALP's federal parliamentary leadership, which had 
been in opposition since 1996, engineered a rule change at the April 
national conference that allowed the national executive to decide on 
candidates in certain circumstances. Even the 2007 rule protected candi-
dates who had already been selected. However, the Liberal Party's fed-
eral executive "lacks the power to direct" state divisions (that is 
branches); in contrast the ALP's executive has intervened in the internal 
affairs of various untidy state benches.6l 
In addition, a process of pre-preselection takes place at the grassroots 
level within the ALP. In Victoria, for example, there is a highly formal-
ized organization. Members join a local ALP branch and, in most cases, 
a local branch of one of the factions of the party. Consequently for the 
pre-preselection process, the local left votes for a candidate (if there is 
more than one presented) and then the central left makes the final 
decision. 
The next level of decision making is the formal preselection process. 
In the 1989 election, sitting members of parliament were reselected 
unopposed and there were six nominees for four seats. Consequently, 
there was very little real competition at the nomination stage. This is 
because, in the words of one representative of the Victorian ALP, "each 
faction has a ticket and this ticket is followed." 
The formal rules of the Victorian ALP provide for lower house candi-
dates to be selected by a 50-50 mixture of local votes (25 people) and 
central votes (from the 100 member central panel). The composition of 
the central panel reflects the somewhat uneasy factional balance of 
power in Victoria. Estimates vary slightly, but in 1988 one source gave 
the socialist left 43%, the Labor Unity (or right) 43'X., the independents 
7%, and the nonfactionalized delegates 7%. 
Real factional struggles over preselection have from time to time 
erupted into conflicts over rules. The right has challenged the method 
for selecting upper house candidates, which is solely in the hands of 
the central panel: "Labor Unity sources claim the Left's dominance of 
the selection committee has led to 10 of the 18 ALP [State] Upper 
House members coming from their faction. Labor Unity, with almost 50 
per cent of the conference delegates, has only four-the same number 
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as the small Independent faction."62 In Victoria, then, the selection 
process within one's faction could be construed as yet another hurdle 
for aspirants. Perhaps ironically, women and members of ethnic minor-
ities have fared better in Victoria at the state and federal levels than in 
NSW, which has the supposedly more democratic process of a plebi-
scite! The openness of the preselection contests in the NSW ALP is lim-
ited by the same two factors that have already been mentioned. Sitting 
members of parliament are rarely challenged, and the factions "deter-
mine things by reason." In order to win a majority of votes at a plebi-
scite (that is, a ballot of the rank and file), it is essential to have the 
backing of one of the party's major factions. 
Plebiscites have also been the subject of scandals, which play havoc 
with party unity and in that sense make nonsense of the raison d'etre of 
the whole organized faction system. As Watson pointed out long ago, 
"on the more seamy side, plebiscites have been the subject of several 
scandals about ballot rigging.,,63 In 1989, the row over the plebiscite for 
the state lower house seat (and safe Labor) seat of Liverpool was a replay 
of ancient history. The row was smoothed over and the state labor leader, 
Bob Carr, told the media in March 1989 and reported in the Australian Fi-
nancial Review on March 7, that the factional conflict over the results, with 
allegations of ballot rigging, was really a "complex argument over 
maps." The left's candidate had won the original ballot, but the result 
was challenged by the dominant right faction. In the event the state's 
administrative committee installed its own candidate (from the right) 
and quelled threatened left-wing court action by invoking party unity. 
The ALP has gradually divested itself of the rank-and-file ballot or 
plebiscite as a method for selecting candidates. The ALP in NSW is, 
thus, atypical among the state branches of the ALP.64 The other states 
have moved toward selection committees, which include both central 
and local representation. 
The selection of women candidates depends heavily on the informal 
processes within the parties.The problem begins in the pre-preselection 
process, where women are inadequately encouraged to present themselves 
as possible candidates. This is hue even in the ALP where far fewer 
women than men nominate themselves. In 1987, the percentage of women 
candidates was actually higher than the percentage of would-be candi-
dates who were women, as reported by male candidates, and lower than 
the average size of the field, as reported by the smaller number of female 
candidates: slightly over 19% of all ALP candidates were women. Men 
and women reported an average-sized field of four (Table 6.2). 
The picture was a little different on the liberal side of politics. The 
mean size of the fields was larger, namely 10 for male respondents and 
7 for the females. In both cases the figures in Table 6.2 suggest that lib-
eral women are less successful than liberal men in the preselection 
process. The mean score for the women nominees, calculated from the 
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Table 6.2 Gender and Internal Democracy 
Party 
ALP 
Liberal 
Party 
WoII ld-I7t' female 
candidates I 
Men reported a mei1n of 
0.5/4 (12°,q; 
Women reported a 
mCi111 of 1.5/4 (37%) 
Men reported a meiln of 
1.99/10 (20'7,)); 
Women reported a 
mean of 1.32/7 (19°1<,) 
Female 
Clllldidates 
N~37/l94 
N = 23/180 
153 
. ? Represl'lltatuJ/1 meI1SIlY!'S~ 
12-19= -7 
(overrepresented) 
37 ·19=- 18 
( underrepresented) 
20.0 - 12.8 = 7.2 
(underrepresented) 
1 Datil are from the Cilndidilte Survey 1987, with 7() responses. 
2 If the percentage of women etmdidates is lower th"J1 the percentage of would-be cand idatt's, 
then the process discriminates against women. 
responses by male candidates, was almost two, and for women candi-
dates it was just under one and a half. 
In most cases, incumbents are rarely subjccted to preselection chal-
lenges. This is demonstrated in the information provided by the ALP in 
Western Australia and Victoria. Sitting members of parliament in Victoria 
and in Westcrn Aush'alia were rese1ected unopposed. For the 1984 elec-
tions, when Carolyn Jakobsen was preselected in Cowan in a field of four 
men, the data show women to have been highly successful. One ALP statc 
secretary noted that while incumbents are not officially protected, they are 
"cosseted," A National Party secretmy made the same point by noting: 
J'Rules do not protect sitting members but practice does." 
In sum, although much progress has been madc, the net result of both 
the formal rules and informal practices of candidate selection (especially 
within the pre-preselection stage of nomination) in Australian parties is 
considerably less than fully democratic.65 
CONCLUSION 
This chapter has provided a brief overview of the emergence of the 
contemporary party systems, in the context of democratic precocity. I 
have also questioned the concept of democracy, noting that, particu-
larly in Australia, it was explicitly interpreted in a racially based way, 
and the new federation adopted a racially based franchise explicitly 
excluding "coloreds" and Aboriginal natives.66 The case of women was 
more contradictory. On the one hand, female suffrage was gained 
before the 20th century in some parts of Australia, while on the other 
hand, women's political activism was consciously discouraged. 
The nascent political parties were not fully implicated in this process; 
paternalistic and patriarchal codes were in place before the parties had 
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emerged, yet for the most part they were happy to perpetuate these 
structures. The term frozen continent describes Australia in terms of par-
ticipation and representation, as the white male ascendancy established 
at the time of the establishment of the Commonwealth of Australia 
remained in place for the next century. 
